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Challenges occur as research typically require “just in time” library support. The evolution of a
research project may lead to sudden changes in coordination between different phases or steps
in the project. Consequentially, the need for flexible research support conflicts the possibilities
for long-term resource planning and coordination in the library. Moreover, these consequences
will enlarge in a situation with resource scarcity. The aim of my presentation is to address some
challenges posed by the time-logic inherent in research projects, based on experiences from
the literature search team at OsloMet – Oslo Metropolitan University (formerly HIOA, Oslo and
Akershus University College of Applied Sciences).
Initially, I would like to point out that I do not claim to have the solutions to these challenges.
However, describing some reasons why such problems might happen, and outlining some
consequences, I hope to justify why I hardly can see how these challenges can be met without
– you have probably guessed: more resources.
The observed changing structure of research support is propelled by profound changes in the
academic environment. As a result, new relationships, responsibilities and roles between
libraries, librarians and researchers are emerging, like the embedded librarian (Bedi & Waldie,
2017).

So let me start my justification by stating that these issues are neither new, nor confined to the
library sector, as
“the dynamic process of adjusting to environmental change and uncertainty – of
maintaining an effective alignment with the environment while managing internal
interdependencies – is enormously complex, encompassing myriad decisions and behaviors at
several organization levels” (Miles, Snow, Meyer, & Coleman, 1978, p. 547).
Research support is a crucial task for all academic libraries. Research support is furthermore
not a service provided only by part of the staff; it is encompassing the entire library, and
consequently should be addressed in overall strategic discussions leading to
“a strategic focal point where there is convergence of the library’s thinking about the liaison role
and the efforts of the library to maximize the potential success of the librarians” (Rodwell &
Fairbairn, 2008, p. 121)

A changing environment
The do-we-need-libraries-when-we have-Google-debate has had structural implications for the
library sector, creating an agenda where academic libraries felt the need to defense themselves
as something more than competent providers of books and journals. Arguing on behalf of our
immensely digitized sector feels like preaching to the choir, so I will leave that behind.

Figure 1: A changing environment

Figure 1 lists some of these major changes:
 Financial crisis and political shifts leading to a marked increased global competition for
academic funds
 A stunning growth rate of published journal articles
 New Public Management
 Focus on the customer
 Define your targets
 Continuously monitor performances
 A profound impetus for new organizational models in academia
 Quasi-market structures
 Fusions
 Norway
 OsloMet

OsloMet:
Aiming at full university status, strategic fusions became a tool for the majority of Norwegian
university colleges. Today, Norway has ten universities; five of these are constellations of
former university colleges achieving full university status since 2005. During 2014 and 2015,
HIOA became the largest state university college in Norway through strategic fusions with The
Work Research Institute (AFI ), Norwegian Social Research (NOVA), Norwegian Institute for
Urban and Regional Research (NIBR) and Consumption Research Norway (SIFO). The
university college achieved full university status and changed name to OsloMet in 2018, and
has approximately 1400 employees in tenure or temporary academic staff.
OsloMet is a multidisciplinary and applied university, consisting of four faculties and three
research centers located in two campuses. The university aims at taking “a hands-on approach
to meeting the needs of society and employers”. http://www.hioa.no/eng/AboutHiOA/Virksomhetsstyring/Strategies

Alas – in the quest for relevance looking for new business opportunities (sic!) became
mandatory for academic libraries, facing a competitive and complex environment. This fostered
a belief in a strategy based on “university libraries offering highly specialized services in a
rapidly changing environment.”(Gregersen, 2013)
Accordingly, new measures of success was introduced, emphasizing “… the frequency and
breadth of resource usage by patrons, impact on student learning outcomes, retention and
graduation rates, faculty research productivity, and teaching support” (Attis & Koproske, 2013,
p. 19).
One of the new, specialized services that OsloMet provides is the Literature Search Team
(LST). In 2017, requests from researchers at OsloMet for assistance in systematic literature
searching, called for organizational changes in the library. Literature searching as part of
research projects was not a new task for the librarians at OsloMet. Single librarians and ad hoc
groups already performed a number of such searches. However, the amount of requests, the
scope of the research projects and searches, and the continuity required to perform high quality
searching, necessitated a more permanent resource allocation as the demand for literature
searches grew (Gundersen et al., 2018).

The literature search team consists of seven librarians and academic librarians with a diverse
academic training, and a profound interest in literature searching. All of the team members
continues to be engaged in other activities in the library, including operating the circulation
desks. This correspond with the overall organizational model of the university library. The library
at OsloMet is organized as a matrix, i.e. a hybrid organization form, combining divisional
specialization and functional organization. The library consists of four units located at two
campuses, offering similar services to different faculties at the University, and a number of
functionally specialized units including several project teams, like the literature search team.
Most of the employees at the library belong to more than one unit, and quite a number of the
librarians are engaged in several project teams, based on their job profile and competency.

This way of organizing may have strong advantages. It can support a diversified strategic
emphasis in complex environments. The academic sector is organized in a rigid hierarchy,
characterized by a high degree of complexity, and the library must navigate between multiple
and strongly diversified stakeholders and systems. An organization combining divisional and
functional units may potentially counter resource slack. This, however, depends on a number of
factors, including agile management, unambiguous priorities - and it comes with a cost.
Sustainable matrix organizations depends on an adequate resource base. In a situation with
just enough or scarce resources, the risk of dysfunctionality will be imminent.
At the team level, coordination between different tasks are difficult in non-stable environments,
and this has been a challenge for the literature search team. We have minimal, if any,
possibilities to influence the timing of requests for search assignments. As a result, we have
experienced periods alternating between very busy and manageably busy. I will return to this
topic later in my presentation.

What do we offer?
The search team offers





A documented and peer-reviewed search strategy
o The peer-reveiw is based on The PRESS Guideline (Jessie, Margaret, & Carol,
2010)
Resource/database suggestions and/or selection
A systematic literature review, based on the specified methodological requirement of
the research project
A reference library in a chosen reference management system (e.g. EndNote)

Additional services may include:
 A detailed description of the search, to be implemented e.g. in project proposals
 Methods-paragraph, to be implemented e.g. in an article or book chapter
 Tentative PRISMA-diagram
 Citation analysis
At the start-up, researcher are expected to
Participate in initial discussions on the research question and inclusion and exclusion
criteria
 Provide a time-schedule for the project, preferably specifying a dead-line for the literature
search
o This has proved to be difficult


During the search, we expect that the researchers
 Discuss and decide on final search strategy after the preliminary search(es)
 Evaluate hit-lists
 Use inclusion and exclusions criteria to define relevant references
 We do not claim co-authorship.
We are currently discussing ways of acknowledgement e.g. similar to Karolinska Institutet,
Stockholm https://kib.ki.se/soka-vardera/systematiska-oversikter . At the end of a search
assignment, the concluding email from the search team at Karolinska explicitly states that
they anticipate acknowledgment in the publication, e.g. in the methods paragraph.

Figure 2: What do we do – the product
Figure 2 summarizes a typical product. For this, we charge 413 NOK per hour in projects
exceeding 10 “effective search hours”. We only charge projects when the search team’s
involvement exceeds ten hours, and the hourly rate is comparatively low, approximately 25% of
average research hour rate.

A service charging researchers for librarian assistance is definitively new in the Norwegian
context; we are so far the only library in Norway doing this. However, other institutions are
presently discussing setting up search teams in a similar fashion as OsloMet.
I will return to the term “effective search hours”.

So let us turn to “How do we do this”?
At the start-up, researcher are expected to provide a time-schedule for the project, preferably
specifying a deadline for the literature search. This has, as mentioned, proved to be difficult.

Literature searches serve different tasks in different projects, depending on e.g. subject or
research question, but a common denominator is that research projects typically require library
support “just in time”. Rapidly growing amount of research in other fields than evidence based
health, like the social sciences, has created a need for more systematized knowledge
accumulation, e.g. in studies aiming to evaluate policy strategies. This is also apparent in the
projects the resource search team at OsloMet has performed so far. Approximately 40 percent
of the searches was requested by the Health Faculty, the rest was divided between the Faculty
of Social Sciences, The Work Research Institute (AFI ), Norwegian Social Research (NOVA)
and Norwegian Institute for Urban and Regional Research (NIBR).

Figure 3 presents the different phases in a “typical” search project.

Figure 3: How do we do it – the process.

In our experience, every search project assignment the team has collaborated in has
encountered a number of contingencies, as illustrated in figure 4. A surprisingly hard to kill myth
about research projects is that they evolve through a linear process, moving (more or less
smoothly) in one direction along well-known steps: define a research problem, review relevant
literature, develop hypothesis, choose a proper research design, collect data, analyze data,
write up (and publish) the results. In reality, the process is far from linear. During the research
process new ideas emerge, which will affect data collection and interpretations, and to account
for new ideas researchers often must repeat steps several times.
Why is this important? In our experience, the “real life”-evolution of a research project
profoundly affects the coordination between different phases of the literature search.
Subsequently, it is more or less impossible to plan when such changes will appear, and
consequentially, the research support we offer needs to be flexible. As Walsh and Downe puts
it; ” However, at least in the case of the development and refinement of a search strategy,
divergence (and not linearity) probably does reflect real life processes. “ (Walsh & Downe, 2005,
p. 207).

It is important to emphasize that this do not imply that neither research nor the process of literature
searching is chaotic. The search process moves to and forth between predefined steps aiming to refine
the research question, determine which databases and other sources to search, and decide the
inclusion and exclusion criteria for the studies (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, & Altman, 2009).

Figure 4: How do we really do it – the process.

What does figure 4 show? After receiving a request, the team allocates resources mainly on a
voluntary basis, depending on which team members have available time, and what kind of
competency the project request. We always search in groups, at least with two librarians. The
librarians will tentatively discuss the research topic or question before the start-up meeting with
the researchers. At the startup meeting, we will discuss search strategies and terms, and
preferably, we will get some core articles or terms from the researchers to use in the preliminary
searches. We also address the researchers expectations and ability to handle large number of
hits, technical possibilities (search terms and databases), and methodological restraints.

A possible outcome of the start-up meeting is that preliminary search terms and databases are
identified, and we can start searching. However, quite often, the researchers needs time after
the startup meeting to discuss and modify the research question based on this discussion.

At the next stage, we perform preliminary searches, discuss the results with the researchers
and if necessary – adjust the search strategies and then repeat preliminary searches. In our
experience, this is frequently a time-consuming phase, and sometimes lead to a fundamental
rephrasing of the research question.

After final search, terms and databases are decided it may be necessary to perform minor
alterations, and then we perform the searches.

The term “effective search hours” that I used previously, refers to the amount of hours charged
after adjusting for not-so-effective search hours. Ideally, as the team gains experience and
refines search competency, the difference between actual hours used in a project and the
number of hours charged will diminish. However, this will depend on the possibilities to dedicate
time to internal activities. We need to improve routines and explore possibilities for “recycling”
search terms and strategies. To preserve a sustainable and flexible literature search service, we
need to allocate resources to summarize experiences and evaluate achievements. Ironically,
these are exactly the activities we so far have defined as “non-effective” search time.
We are currently improving the request process, by creating a request form and calling for a
more specified description of the project in this. A high degree of specificity, like e.g.
http://www.ub.vu.nl/en/education-research/literature-research/index.aspx , before we start our
part of the search is tempting. However, serving a multidisciplinary research community, this will
be counter effective. This does not imply no room for improvement and initial clarifications.
Alternative organization forms of the team should also be addressed, especially concerning
increased specialization. We need to explore possible benefits and costs of a team fully
dedicated to searching related to resource management, knowledge transfer and flexibility in a
multidisciplinary, academic environment. This is not something the literature search team may
or should decide for us selves – it must be part of the university library’s strategic decisions
concerning research support in the future.

Concluding remarks
Experiences from the first year and a half with the literature search team at OsloMet
demonstrates the need to solve resource coordination challenges. However, I strongly believe
that this must be based on an understanding of the iterative, “real life” process of systematic
literature searching.
As outlined in my presentation, difficulties occur due to sudden changes in coordination
between different phases of the research. In spite of the coordinating challenges, the library at
OsloMet has succeeded in creating a well-respected and popular research support service, due
to the dedication and support from the total library staff.

The library and the librarians is trusted as partners and research collaborators - but we still need
to communicate that:
“Librarians have an extraordinary competency for content expertise, particularly in an
interdisciplinary capacity. A neutral facilitator among academic units, the librarian often

brings an important perspective to the research team that no one else can provide.
Librarians have a unique and extensive range of skill sets to meet a diverse range of
faculty needs.”
(Bedi & Waldie, 2017: p. 322)
Whether we are teaching information literacy, doing literature searches, managing inter loans
services or tidying the shelves – we are doing this as part of our overall strategic purpose to
serve the university. As research support must be demand-driven, the challenge to provide the
relevant support just in time belongs to the library. However, the responsibility to provide
sufficient resources to ensure this in the future belongs to the university, as part of the overall
research support strategy.
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